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Reeves: The General

The General
ROBERT REEVES
On April 11,1862, the 3rd Division, Army o f the Ohio, under the
command of General Ormsby M. M itchel, entered Huntsville during
the early morning hours. The army had traveled from near Shelbyville,
Tennessee at night to keep the elem ent o f surprise. The wheels of the
wagons were wrapped in cloth to muffle the sounds. The city of Hunts
ville was taken by total surprise and about 200 Confederate soldiers
were taken prisoner. Fifteen locomotives, a large am ount o f passen
ger, box, and platform cars, the telegraph apparatus and two South
ern mail trains were also captured.
The taking o f Huntsville and its depot was the first part o f a tw o
fold plan. W hile M itchel was settling into Huntsville, Union raider
James Andrews was in M arietta, Georgia, carrying out the second
half of the plan, which was to bring another Civil War chapter into
the Huntsville Depot.
The “Great Locom otive Chase” or “A ndrew s’ Raid,” has been
called the most exciting escapade of the American Civil War. It stands
as a tribute to American courage and valor. The men who partici
pated in the event were the first to be awarded our country’s highest
military decoration - the Medal o f Honor.
A fter one year o f the War, there were two main Confederate
armies, General Joseph E. Johnston’s in Richm ond, Virginia and
General RG.T. Beauregard’s in Corinth, M ississippi. The line of rail
roads linking these armies ran from M emphis to Chattanooga via
Knoxville to Richmond. The State of Georgia, with its troops, weapon
factories, and food production, was counted on heavily by the C on
federate Governm ent to help supply both these armies. The Western
& Atlantic Railroad that connected A tlanta with Chattanooga became
a prime target for sabotage. Destruction o f this critical link was the
main objective of a Union spy by the name o f Jam es J. Andrews and
a band of 22 Union soldiers disguised as civilians.
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At the outbreak of the Civil War, Andrews engaged in espionage
in the guise of a merchant of contraband materials for the South. He
was a spy for General Don Carlos Buell in the Fort Donelson C am 
paign. In M arch 1862, Andrews and eight trusted men left for A t
lanta with the intention o f burning bridges in North Georgia and in
Bridgeport, Alabama. He planned to find an engineer sympathetic to
the Union that would help steal a locomotive. He w asn’t successful,
so he headed back to Tennessee. In the meantime, General Buell and
his army left for Shiloh and were replaced by General Ormsby Mitchel
with 10,000 Ohio troops at Shelbyville, Tennessee.

A ndrews met with M itchel and convinced him that with more
men and his own engineers, the Western & Atlantic RR could be put
out o f com mission by destroying the bridges - thus isolating C hatta
nooga from Atlanta and the South. If the raid was successful, the War
could be shortened by two years because there were only 1500 armed
Confederate troops in Chattanooga. It seemed like a workable plan.
Unknown to the planners, the bloody battle of Shiloh was raging.
On April 7 ,2 4 volunteers from the Ohio army and a civilian named
W illiam Campbell went into Shelbyville to purchase civilian cloth
ing. The men were warned that if caught they would be considered
spies and m ost likely be hanged. That night, after arming them selves
with revolvers, they met their leader, Jam es L. Andrews for the first
time. A ndrews told them o f the plan to be in M arietta, G eorgia by
midnight on April 10th. Early on April 11th, they would seize a train
and head north, burning bridges, tearing up telegraph lines and rail
road tracks along the way.

Their raid and MitchePs assault on Huntsville were planned
to occur simultaneously.
According to the plan, when Andrews and his men arrived in
Huntsville with the captured locomotive and the news that the W &A
RR was in ruins, M itchel and his men would then safely m ove on to
Chattanooga with ease.
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol30/iss2/4
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Andrews had not taken into consideration that April in the South
means rain. For the next ten days, heavy rains fell.

The Yankees traveling in twos and threes had only three days to
travel over 100 miles. M ud and swollen streams made travel diffi
cult. Andrews knew there were no soldiers from Fleming County,
Kentucky, so he told the raiders if they were questioned by anyone,
to say they were from Fleming County and were heading to Chatta
nooga with hopes of joining a Kentucky-raised Confederate regi
ment. This story would later become responsible for their downfall.
Andrews made a crucial error in judgm ent on Wednesday, April 9th.
He decided that the w eather would delay M itchel’s attack and passed
the word that they had an extra day to reach M arietta. This proved to
have a disastrous effect in the raid’s outcome. Two men were stopped
near Jasper, Tennessee and im pressed into a Confederate artillery
unit. Two others managed to get to Marietta on April 10th, but Andrews
and 21 o f the raiders didn’t make it until midnight Friday, the 11th of
April.
At M arietta, Andrews learned that M itchel had not been delayed,
but had indeed taken Huntsville. D espite the raid’s timing being
thrown off, Andrews was determ ined to go on. He told the raiders,
“Boys, I tried this once before and failed. Now I will succeed, or
leave my bones in Dixie.”
At 4:00 a.m., Saturday, April 12th, the locomotive named the Gen
eral, pulling the regular mixed passenger and freight train, steamed
out o f the car shed in Atlanta. Engineer Jeff Cain gave her full throttle.
Andrew J. A nderson was the Firem an and the Conductor was W ill
iam A. Fuller. Fuller would figure very prominently in the chase.
Also on board was Anthony Murphy, foreman o f motive pow er and
machinery for the W &A RR.
At about 5:15 a.m., Andrews and 19 men boarded the northbound
train in M arietta. (Two of the raiders didn’t wake up in time to catch
the train.) The large group o f men caught Conductor W illiam Fuller’s
attention as he had been warned to watch for deserters, but they as
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sured him they were joining the army. Andrews had instructed his
men to sit in the same car. In Andrews words, “W hen the train makes
the Big Shanty breakfast stop, keep your places till I tell you to go. If
anyone interferes, shoot him, but don’t fire unless you have to.”
A ndrews knew the crew would leave the train and take breakfast at
the Lacy Hotel. He also knew that there was no telegraph key at Big
Shanty, the closest being at Marietta. Across the tracks from the sta
tion stood the white tents, guard, and 3000 recruits o f the newly es
tablished Camp M cDonald, a Confederate training camp.

At 6:00 a.m. the train drew into the Big Shanty station. As the
whistle blew, Conductor Fuller pulled out his watch and shouted
“Twenty minutes for breakfast!”
The conductor, engineer, fireman, and most of the passengers
quickly entered the Lacy Hotel for breakfast. Andrews and his engi
neers moved slowly alongside the train working their way to the lo
comotive. Nervously, they climbed into the cab and seized the throttle!
Other raiders uncoupled the passenger cars from the last boxcar. A
Confederate guard watched as the 16 raiders jum ped into the empty
boxcar. He apparently didn’t realize what was happening as Andrews
swung aboard the General, and the engineer yanked the throttle open.
The big driver wheels spun on the track. Sparks flew, and “The Great
Locom otive Chase” was on!
The General was a 4-4-0 locomotive built in 1855 by Rogers,
Ketchum & Grosvenor and was one of the finest on the W &A RR
line. Andrews chose the General because he knew it was pulling
three empty boxcars to Chattanooga to bring back supplies. He also
knew that the average train could only travel about 33 miles on a
tank or tender of water, which meant several stops once he took over
the train. Andrews concocted a story of an “emergency ammunition
train” for General Beauregard and his troops at Corinth to tell any
one that questioned him. The average speed of locomotives in 1860
was 7 to 45 miles per hour, so it could take 12 hours to travel the 138
miles from Atlanta to Chattanooga. It has been estimated that during
the chase, speeds of 65 miles per hour were reached.
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol30/iss2/4
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The raiders ran into trouble almost immediately. A bout a mile
down the track, the locomotive came to a stop. Unknown to the raid
ers, Engineer Cain had routinely closed the dam pers at Big Shanty.
The engine’s fire had all but gone out. In a short time, the Yankees
were able to rekindle the fire and were on their way. Later the raiders
stopped to cut the telegraph wire and block the track. Andrews made
sure his engineer held to the schedule so they w ouldn’t cause any
suspicion by running too fast. He also knew that it was railroad cus
tom to tie a red flag to the last car, indicating that another train was
following, so he had one of the raiders tie a red bandana to the last
boxcar. Andrews didn’t want to raise any undue suspicions about his
train having only an engine, tender, and ju st three boxcars.

The Y ankee raiders cut the telegraph w ire at A cw orth and
Allatoona stations. They also used a pry bar to remove a section of
rail and piled some crossties on the tracks about four miles past
Allatoona. The raiders took the rail and some crossties with them to
use as more barriers. They now felt safe from pursuit. As the Yan
kees crossed the bridge over the Etowah River, they noticed a loco
motive sitting on a spur. It was the Yonah with steam up and smoke
rising from its stack. The Yankee engineer suggested to Andrews
that they had better destroy the locomotive and the bridge too. Not
wanting to tip his hand, Andrews said no, that it w ouldn’t matter
anyway.
The Yankees took on w ater and wood at Cass Station. Andrews
was dressed as a Confederate agent acting for General Beauregard.
Andrews used the story about him running an extra pow der and am
munition train for the Confederate army at Corinth. The railroad per
sonnel knew that the Battle of Shiloh was going on in Tennessee and
let him pass. He was so convincing, the wood tender even gave
Andrews a train schedule.
The General made Kingston, but had to pull onto a siding to let
the morning train from Rome pass. The station attendant was very
suspicious of the unfam iliar crew and dem anded to know what hap
pened to the regular crew. Since Andrews knew there were no other
Published by LOUIS, 2022
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trains scheduled, he again used his powder/am munition train story
and asked why he could not proceed northward. That answ er spelled
bad news for the raiders. Because of General M itchel’s capture of
Huntsville the day before, every train in Chattanooga that could gather
steam was being loaded with supplies and sent south to A tlanta to
avoid falling into the Yankees’ hands. The extra day A ndrews had
taken to get to M arietta was coming back to haunt him.
The second train pulled in carrying a red flag. So did the third.
Andrews knew another train was coming south and he had already
lost an hour and five minutes in Kingston. He decided to try and beat
the next train, but the elderly switch master didn’t believe A ndrew s’
story and refused to let the General back on the main line. Andrews
overpow ered the elderly man and threw open the switch himself.
Now the raiders had to beat the southbound train.
Back at Big Shanty where the chase had started, the Confederate
Conductor W illiam Fuller was mad! After all, he was responsible for
the General. At first Fuller thought deserters from the nearby train
ing camp had taken the train. He figured they would abandon it down
the line. Nearby spectators were greatly amused when Fuller, Engi
neer Cain, and Foreman Murphy set off in pursuit on foot. A rider
was sent to M arietta to telegraph the news o f the stolen train to the
W &A RR. Fuller out-ran his coworkers to Moon Station, only to
find that the General had passed through 30 minutes earlier, and the
men on board had taken tools with them. Fuller now knew they
w eren’t mere deserters. He found a pole car and backtracked to pick
up Cain and M urphy before heading north.
Fuller found the telegraph lines cut at Acworth, and in his haste
to get to the Etowah Station, failed to see where the raiders had re
moved a rail. Everyone was dumped headlong in the ditch. Angry, but
unhurt, the men managed to put the car back on the track, and arrive at
Etowah where the iron works engine the Yonah sat under steam. In no
time, Fuller had the Yonah at full steam on the main line headed north
toward Kingston in pursuit of the General. Fuller would later write
that
they made the 14 mile trip in an incredible 15 minutes.
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol30/iss2/4
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W hen the Yonah made Kingston, it was blocked by the same three
trains that had delayed Andrews. Fuller was told he was only four
m inutes behind the G eneral. F uller com m andeered the R om e
R ailroad’s engine William R. Smith, which was clear o f the mess. A
group o f Confederate militia jum ped on board the train as he pulled
it out of the station.
The raiders had actually stopped north of Kingston to cut the
telegraph wire and pile crossties onto the track. Six miles later they
cut another wire and tried to remove another rail. They w eren’t able
to lift it and adding to their frustration was the sound o f a distant
train whistle coming from behind them. It was the whistle of the
'William R. Smith. Later, one o f the raiders would rem em ber it as
“taint and far off, no sound more unwelcome ever fell on human
ears.” It was now apparent to the raiders that the Rebels were on to
them and were in hot pursuit. The raiders worked to remove another
piece o f track before they climbed back on the General and steamed
toward Adairsville, where they found the southbound freight train
along with a storm of questions from its crew. Undaunted, A ndrews
continued his role of Confederate agent and ordered the freight’s crew
to move the train south. The raiders watched as the train m oved past
the General. The name on the boiler of the locomotive was the Texas,
an engine that before the day was ended, would also take its place in
history. Adding to the irony was that the Texas was the sister train to
the General.
With the thought of failure beginning to creep into the raiders’
minds, Andrews knew he had to do something. Despite the danger of
the southbound trains, he told his engineer to let the General go full
throttle. The General nearly collided head-on with the southbound
Catoosa as it steamed into Calhoun. The crew o f the Catoosa de
manded an explanation, but let the General pass after Andrews told
his powder train story again. There were no more southbound trains,
so the raiders felt free to accomplish their mission o f burning bridges.
The Oostanaula Bridge at Resaca was just ahead!
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol30/iss2/4
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M eanwhile, Fuller and his party on the William R. Smith had
cleared Kingston. Fuller had climbed to the front of the engine to
watch for any more obstructions or missing rails. He spotted the miss
ing rail just in time, but again the men were on foot! The terrain was
very muddy due to the continuing rain, and this time Engineer Jeff
Cain dropped out of the chase. After about three miles o f running,
Fuller and M urphy met a southbound train. It was the Texas, the en
gine Andrews had waved on from Adairsville. The engineer, Pete
Bracken, recognized Fuller and M urphy and stopped the train. They
quickly climbed on board and told of the heist. Bracken reversed the
Texas and moved back to Adairsville where he dropped the freight
cars at a siding. Despite running backwards, the Texas had no box
cars which put The Great Locom otive Chase on more equal terms.
The Texas, running wide open backwards, covered the ten miles to
Calhoun in a little more than ten minutes, only to find that the Gen
eral had passed ju st five minutes before. Fuller stopped in Calhoun
ju st long enough to pick up two extra men and a young telegraph
operator that had been sent down to find out what was wrong with
the telegraph line.

Knowing he was being pursued, Andrews decided to try to take
up another track, but shortly after stopping, a long clear whistle came
from the south. The raiders then put the General in reverse, built up
speed and uncoupled a boxcar sending it back at the Texas. At the
Oostanaula trestle, the raiders tried to bum the covered bridge by
setting a boxcar on fire inside the bridge. The wood w ouldn’t burn
because it was too wet from all the rain. Andrews had the sm oldering
car uncoupled and left inside the bridge to slow the Texas, but Fuller
had the Texas push the car out o f the bridge and both boxcars were
left on a siding at Resaca.
Next, the Yankees knocked out the back of the last box car and
dropped crossties on the track hoping to derail or at least slow down
the Texas. But the raiders had to stop at G reen’s wood yard because
they were running low on fuel. The Texas pulled in before they could
get very much water. The raiders had no better luck at Tifton. Sailing
Published by LOUIS, 2022
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through Dalton at full throttle, the raiders stopped ju st long enough
to cut the telegraph wire one last time. W hen Fuller reached Dalton,
he had the young telegraph operator he had picked up in Calhoun
send a message warning the Confederate com m ander at Chattanooga
o f the raiders. Only about half of the message was received before
A ndrew s’ men cut the wire. Andrews, in his race with destiny, had
no way of knowing that General Mitchel had failed to take Chatta
nooga; it was still in Confederate hands.
The Texas continued to close in on the General getting within
seeing and hearing distance before they reached the long tunnel at
Tunnel Hill. The tunnel would have been a great place for an ambush
or obstruction, but Andrews decided against fighting the Rebels and
continued to try to get away. W hen the Texas reached the smoke
filled tunnel, Fuller felt the fear of em inent danger, but was relieved
to find it clear. Having no water left, the General ran out o f steam
two miles north o f Ringgold. As the train chugged to a stop, Andrews
gave the order “every man for himself.” The raiders ran for the woods,
scattering to throw off their pursuers.
The Great Locom otive Chase had ended April 12, 1862, ju st 18
miles below Chattanooga. Unfortunately for the raiders, hundreds of
m ounted and well-armed men were training at Ringgold. It was a
m uster day and they were soon searching for the raiders. It only took
a few days to capture and jail the fugitives, including the two who
m issed the train in Marietta. Ironically, the story the raiders used
about being from Fleming County, Kentucky served to link them all
together. James J. Andrews was tried as a spy and hanged almost
immediately.
Seven more raiders were tried, found guilty, and on June 18lh,
they were hanged. In October, the remaining 14 raiders made a dar
ing jail break. Eight of these raiders managed to reach Union lines,
two even floated down the Chattahoochee River to the G ulf o f Mexico
to the Yankee blockade. The remaining six raiders were recaptured,
but were exchanged for Confederate prisoners in M arch 1863. The
men were considered heroes in the North, but thieves in the South.
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol30/iss2/4
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Secretary of W ar Edwin M. Stanton recognized their courage by
awarding them the newly created M edals of Honor, making them the
very first recipients. In addition, M edals of H onor were awarded
posthumously to five of the eight who had been hanged. James J.
Andrews, the leader of the raiders and the first man hanged, was a
civilian and not eligible for the award. The Georgia legislature ten
dered a vote o f thanks to W illiam Fuller and his associates, but they
received no medals. And so ended the G reat Locom otive Chase, one
o f the most spectacular events in the War Between the States.

By the way, the raiders that were hanged are now buried in the
Chattanooga National Cemetery. Originally they were buried in O ak
land Cemetery in Atlanta near the site of their execution. A m onu
ment donated by the state o f Ohio marks their graves. Three of the
men who recaptured the General, W illiam Fuller, Jeff Cain, and A n
thony Murphy, are buried in Oakland. The two trains involved in the
Great Locom otive Chase can also be seen in the A tlanta area. The
General is in the Big Shanty M useum in Kennesaw, Georgia and the
Texas is in the Cycloram a M useum in Atlanta, Georgia.
Interesting facts regarding the General: After it was repaired, it
was used to haul A ndrews and his raiders back to Atlanta on M ay 2.
Later, when General Hood evacuated Atlanta, the General was one
of five locomotives that were run into a munitions train and set on
fire to keep General Sherman from capturing them. The General was
badly damaged, but was later repaired and continued her service.
If you don’t want to travel that far, you can always visit the His
toric Huntsville Depot, the planned destination of Jam es J. Andrews.
The locomotive on the roundhouse wheel is a three quarter scale
model of the General.
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